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My name is Doug Scott. I teach in the Graphic Design department at RISD and I’ve taught there
for about 31 years. I teach typography and The History of Design and Exhibit Design primarily.
The object that we are going to look at today is a small book of poetry called For the Voice that
was printed in 1922-1923.
The book is a series of 13 poems written by Vladimir Mayakovsky who was the great poet of the
Russian Revolution. He was a Bolshevik, he believed in the revolution, and was also a very well
known character in Russian cultural circles. These poems are short and they are agitational
propaganda poems.
These poems are short because he delivered them quickly, almost as a person would do like a
comedy or a serious monologue on the stage; a short thing that would excite the crowd.
He wanted to do these poems and the Russian publishing agency agreed with this. Mayakovsky
asked that Lissitzky, who was somebody he knew, would actually be the designer of this little
booklet.
And immediately Lissitzky thought this was an opportunity to try some experiments that he had
been thinking about. So the first thing that you will note about this book is that there is a small
thumb index on the right-hand side, which is something that you often see in tool catalogues and
other things like dictionaries and reference books. This was to allow somebody to stand on the
stage and quickly find the poem they wanted to read, and that you would find it from a little
symbol on the side. So that’s an interesting aspect, that these little symbols were designed to
remind you about what the graphic design looked like on the page that would allow you to get to
that poem.
I think one of the most important things about this book is that it is a visual verbal presentation,
that the typography is as active as it can be to evoke meaning in reading it, and also the meaning
of some of the words.
Today we live in an age where pictures are almost more important than words. This was an age
when suddenly words were not just small, little things set in rectangular little boxes, but they
were active on this field, and there was a relationship to ideas in painting at this time and there is
a connection there. It is also a very well made little book. It has this idea of finding things with
an industrial related thumb index that you would find in usually tool catalogues at this time, and
dictionaries, and things like that. So it’s trying to break out of the mold of what a traditional
book is, and that’s why it’s an important book.

